Within-Class Ability Grouping to Facilitate Language Learning by Rubesch Troy









Within­Class Ability Grouping to Facilitate Language Learning
Troy RUBESCH*
Student seat location within a classroom is one of the first decisions that
instructors undertake when planning a lesson or a course. Therefore, most teachers
have an established method for seating students. Many opt for free seating (i.e.
students’ choice) or some form of arranged seating by students’ names or student
numbers. Some teachers assign students to their seats randomly. Choices regarding
how to seat students are often a matter of teachers’ beliefs and experience
(Gremmen, van den Berg, Segers & Cillessen, 2016). However, decisions regarding
student seating arrangements can have profound implications for classroom
management as well as student motivation and learning (van den Berg, Segers &
Cillessen, 2012; McKeown et al. 2015).
In this short paper, the author will explore the advantages that purposeful
grouping of students based on their abilities can produce in the language classroom.
WITHIN-CLASS ABILITY GROUPING
There are several forms of ability grouping in practice, but within­class ability
grouping and between­class ability grouping are the two most common approaches
(Hollifield, 1987). The controversial practice of between­class ability grouping
(often called “streaming” or “tracking”) involves grouping entire classes by their
abilities to create different levels of instruction. According to Entwisle and
Alexander (1993), most researchers conclude that such grouping disadvantages those
students in lower proficiency groups resulting in an overall increase in educational
inequality. This paper, however, explores within­class ability grouping, grouping
students based on their abilities within an intact, mixed­level class.
Within­class grouping is very common in American and British elementary
schools (Petrello, 2000) and, according to Slavin, “most elementary teachers use
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some form of within­class ability grouping” (1987, p.296). This kind of ability
grouping is commonly used in math and reading courses to combine students at
similar levels within a class (McPartland, Coldiron & Braddock, 1987; Letendre,
Hofner & Shimizu, 2003). However, within­class ability grouping is not a common
practice in Japanese schools where the education system tends to stress the equal
potential and abilities of all students (Yiu, 2001; Letendre, Hofner & Shimizu,
1987).
THE ADVANTAGES OF WITHIN-CLASS ABILITY GROUPING
Ability grouping has been shown to increase student achievement by allowing
teachers to identify and adjust the level of instruction for different level groups.
According to Slavin (1987), ability grouping allows teachers to “increase the pace
and level of instruction for high achievers and provide more individual attention,
repetition, and review for low achievers” (p.296). Slavin concludes that within­class
ability grouping is beneficial, even for low groups, when it is used flexibly and
aligned with students’ competence. Kulik and Kulik’s (1987) meta­analysis, also
found positive support for within­class grouping. Summarizing then current research,
Robinson (2008) also concluded that “meta­analyses on within­class ability grouping
consistently find a small positive effect favoring grouping when averaging across
ability­group levels” (p.174).
Aside from increasing achievement, the more pronounced advantages of within­
class ability grouping may lie in its ability to improve social and affective factors
within a classroom. Slavin (1987) argued that ability grouping can “provide a spur
to high achievers by making them work harder to succeed, and to place success
within the grasp of low achievers, who are protected from having to compete with
more able agemates” (p.296). By placing students into groups of learners with
similar abilities, they are allowed to learn from partners who are closer to their zone
of proximal development (see Vygotsky, 1978). For project work, grouped students
are more able to contribute fairly to their group’s efforts, reducing the “social
loafing” phenomenon (see Williams, Harkins, & Latane, 1981). Working with
partners of similar abilities can and reduce anxiety levels and help avoid
humiliation. This point speaks to students in the Japanese language classroom who
are often reticent to speak in front of more able peers for fear of embarrassing
themselves.
POSSIBLE DISADVANTAGES OF WITHIN-CLASS ABILITY GROUPING
The practice is not without its possible drawbacks, however. Slavin (1990)
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pointed out some possible disadvantages of ability grouping in general. For one, less
able students may, in fact, become unmotivated without more able students to
inspire and motivate them directly. In addition, the stigma attached to lower ability
groups may discourage them from trying. Furthermore, teachers may not have the
time or ability to differentiate work between groups or they may develop negative
attitudes toward lower ability groups. Instructors who implement ability grouping
within their classrooms are advised to be aware of these possibilities and to adjust
their instructional techniques accordingly.
GROUP PLACEMENT IN THE CLASSROOM
Once teachers have considered how to group students, the next logical
consideration is how to arrange the groups. There has been very little published
research on this. Logic and practicality suggest that the lower ability groups should,
generally speaking, be seated near the instructor. This arrangement presents several
advantages. Having lower ability students situated in the front of the class allows for
direct monitoring of their behavior. In other words, the teacher can see immediately
if they are understanding, participating, and engaging in activities. This close
proximity allows instructors efficient access to support students who may need it
most and provide further explanation or guidance. As students further away
physically from the teacher are generally of higher ability, the instructor can make
his/her way to the back of the class and further support or challenge them as the
activity progresses.
Thoughtful placement of groups also allows instructors to immediately
understand students’ ability levels based on their location in the classroom. This also
allows the instructor to ‘teach to the middle of the class.’ If the mid­level students
(in the center of the classroom) are following along and understanding the presented
material, the instructor can feel reasonably assured that the average student is
following the lesson.
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
Some other practical suggestions include making efforts to downplay the
importance of groups. Teachers may wish to avoid over­explaining the grouping or
seating system. It is not necessarily useful for students to know or dwell on their
ranking in the class. As mentioned above, if students think of themselves as ‘low
achieving,’ they may feel discouraged and could create a self­fulfilling set of low
expectations.
Another piece of advice is to assess and rearrange groups often­ a few times
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per semester. This assures that students are indeed working with peers at similar
ability levels. Frequent regrouping also provides the chance for students to
communicate and work with a variety of students with similar abilities within the
same class.
One last suggestion is for teachers to be flexible, varied and deliberate in
grouping. Teachers should be aware of the kinds of tasks in their curriculum that
would benefit from ability­based grouping and those that should use other grouping
systems. Ability­based grouping, while especially suited to project work, is not
necessarily appropriate for all classroom tasks and activities. There are certain
classroom activities, such as reviews, that might benefit from mixing ability levels
so that stronger students can advise their less able peers. There are also tasks where
students would benefit from random assignment or free choice in their seating
arrangements.
CONCLUSION
This paper advocates for flexible use of ability­based grouping of students
within the language classroom. It is hoped that this short article helps to illuminate
some of the considerations surrounding grouping of students and that this relatively
easy change to classroom management can help improve the classroom environment
for both students and educators.
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